112                        SILENT IS THE VISTULA
"Aneri, you're a medic, aren't you?" lie said, at last
"Well, almost What is it now?"
"Just wondering about oxygen You know anything about it?"
"Why?"
"Well, matches won't light here, I see Is that tie oxygen that people sort of .. hm. -. sort of exhale?"
"Shut up," I said. "Tin in no mood for clowning."
Yanek asked me in a plaintive voice whether there would be any water to drink farther on I had a bit of water in my canteen and handed it to him. I felt the small, dirty hands clasp the canteen avidly and heard him gulp the water down
"Are you that thirsty, Yanek?" I asked. "You do not feel tibat your throat is sore, do you?"
"No, madame," the small voice answered behind me. 'Tm just thirsty It's so awful here, madame *
It won't be very long now,** I said, I did not even know whether I was telling the boy a lie or not But it had been so long already....
It reassured me a little bit that Yanek's throat did not feel sore There were many cases of a strange throat ailment afflicting those who had gone through the sewers. The doctors did not know what the illness was. The throat would be slightly irritated and the patients complained of "needles in the throat," whatever that was Nothing helped. After a few days, if the person afflicted was otherwise sound of body, the infection passed without visible trace. The wounded and the sick did not get off as easily as that, though. An inflammation would follow and I had myself seen two fatal cases of "sewers* throat"
We went on and on, interminably, in deadly silence, and in growing weariness. At last I saw the crescent of light where the manhole was. Then I stumbled again. And there was darkness and quiet all around me.
I woke up in a half-demolished house, not far from